expressing anthropocentric values, many of its ideas and principles either explicitly or implicitly evoke themes that are consistent with eco -or biocentric understandings of the relationship between people and nature. 5 Indeed, the latter ethos, rather than representing a major new departure in or challenge to western religious thought, is actually prefigured in both ancient and medieval Jewish religious texts.
But while Judaism may be consistent with many contemporary environmental values and doctrines, its teachings are not identical to them. Specifically, Judaism does not regard the preservation or protection of nature as the most important societal value; it holds that humans are not just a part of nature but have privileged and distinctive moral claims; it believes that nature can threaten humans as well as the obverse; it argues that nature should be used and enjoyed as well as protected. In short, the Jewish tradition is complex: it contains both "green" and "non-green' elements. It is both inappropriate to over-emphasize the former, as have some Jewish environmentalists, or the latter, as have some environmental critics of western religion. 6 In the Jewish tradition, humans have both moral claims on nature and nature has moral claims on humans. But neither claim is absolute: nature both exists for the sake of humans and for its own stake. While the natural world must be respected and admired, its challenge to human interests and values must also be recognized. Thus even if one were to agree with the eco-centric interpretation of the prohibition against destroying fruit-trees, i.e. that they are to be valued for their own sake, the fact remains is that is permissible to cut down the non fruit-bearing for the purposes of waging war. But these trees are no less a part of nature than fruit-bearing trees.
Neither are able to run away. Why are we then permitted to destroy them? Are they not equally innocent? Why are they not also valued for their own sake?
Clearly God does not want us to live in a world in which we are forbidden to chop down all trees, since such a prohibition would make the preservation and sustaining of human life impossible. At the same time, neither does God want us to assume that the entire natural world exists to satisfy our material needs, for as Psalm 24 reminds us:
"The earth is the Lord's and all that is in it." The Torah's distinction between fruitbearing and non-fruit-bearing trees seems to suggest both ideas: nature exists both for the benefit of humans and has a value which is independent of human needs.
Both interpretations also inform the exegesis of Deuteronomy 22: 6-7, another
Biblical text frequently cited in contemporary discussions of Jewish views on ecology:
"When you encounter the nest of a bird before you in the way, in any tree or on the ground, (whether) fledglings or eggs, with the mother crouching upon the fledging or upon the eggs, you are not to take away the mother along with the children. Send-free, send-free the mother, but the children you may take for yourself, in order it may go-well with you and yo u may prolong (your ) life." Once again: why should one take the young but let the mother go?
According to Don Isaac Abravanel, (1437 -1508) "God has commanded us not to destroy that which generates progeny" adding that "this commandment is given not for the sake of the animal world but rather so that it shall be good for humankind when
Creation is perpetuated so that one will be able to partake of it again in the future. The restrictions on fish and animal consumption specified in the laws of the kashrut are not anthropocentric in the sense that only a few of the forbidden animals pose a threat to human health and obviously there would be no health hazard in sacrificing them. It is noteworthy that a significant number of the animals currently protected by either American or international environmental law and whose endangerment has become a focus on considerable public concern are also forbidden to be eaten or sacrificed by Jews.
These include lions, tigers and the other animals of the cat family, elephants, bears, rhinoceros, dolphins (mammals), whales, eagles, alligators and turtles. This is obviously coincidental since the origin of the kashrut laws has nothing to do with animal protection; rather they stem from the divine compromise with Noah, which permitted humans to eat meat, but only under certain conditions. But what is not coincidental is that both the ancient Jews and contemporary environmentalists believed that many of God's creatures do not exist for the sake of humans. The fact that much of the animal world was not created for man's use is further made clear in Job, when God points with pride to the various magnificent creatures He has created, virtually all of whom are useless to people. This list includes the lion, the mountain goat, the wild ass, the buffalo, the ostrich, the wild horse, the eagle, the hippopotamus and the crocodile.
Critical to the observance of the Shabbath is the prohibition against productive activity. Jews are enjoined from tinkering with or transforming the world, which of course also includes tinkering with or transforming nature. Indeed the commandment to observe the Sabbath is the only commandment which applies to nature as well as people, or, more precisely, to the relationship of people to animals and the land. According to Exodus 20: 10, " you are not to make any kinds of work, (not) you, nor your son, nor your daughter, (not) your servant, nor your maid, nor your beast, nor your sojourner that is within your gates," (italics added) -a stipulation which is repeated in Exodus 23:12
and Deuteronomy 5: 12.
According to one contemporary scholar, "The essence of the prohibition against melacha (productive work) on Shabbat is to teach that the productive manipulation of the environment is not an absolute right." 14 Thus on the Shabbath, one cannot slaughter animals (though one can eat them if they are prepared earlier), work them in the field, hunt them, harvest crops, chop down trees, pick fruit etc. In short, on the Shabbath nature also has a day of rest from human manipulation. This is also true of the observance of most holidays. As Schorsh notes, "an unmistakable strain of self-denial runs through the Jewish calendar. From the sacrificial cult of the temple to the synagogue of rabbinic Judaism, it is the absolute cession of work that distinguishes the celebration of Jewish ho ly days . . . spiritual renewal is effected through physical contraction . . . To spend oneseventh of one's life in `unproductive rest' is scarcely a mark of absolute power." Not only do the laws of kosher slaughtering (shehitah) seek to minimize the pain of the animal being killed, but the biblical basis for the talmudic separation of the consumption of meat and milk is based on a passage which speaks to compassion for animals, namely that a kid cannot be boiled in the milk of its mother. This passage is considered so important that it is repeated on three separate occasions.
But on the other hand. it is permitted to kill animals for food and other purposes, subject to the restrictions noted above. Rabbinic law also permits hunting for food, Second, nature is not only a source of physical danger to human beings; it is also a source of moral danger. Recall that it is an animal, the serpent, that leads to the first sin.
A more significant, and subtle example is illustrated by the setting of the revelation at Since the concept of ownership is irrelevant to its application, this principle clearly limits private property rights; after all everything belongs to God. Thus one is equally enjoined from wantonly destroying one's own property as well as that of others.
Not incidentally, one is also forbidden from destroying resources which belong to the commons, e.g. the fruit tree, the river in front of a besieged city.
However in another sense the Talmudic texts interpreted bal taschit more narrowly. Thus the Gemara in Bava Kamma suggests that even the protection of fruit trees may be overridden by economic need, while the Gemara in Shabbat, not only claims that destruction for the protection of health is permissible, but goes so far as to suggests that both a personnel aesthetic preference as well as the gratification of a psychological need constitute sufficient grounds to override the prohibition of bal tashchit. 31 Moreover, the Jewish tradition does not regard the economically productive use of natural resources as wasteful. Thus, according to a contemporary interpretation of a Talmudic passage, "if the transformative use of any raw materials, including fruit-bearing trees, will produce more profit than using it in its present form, its transformative use is permitted." 32 For Judaism, it is the wanton destructiveness of nature which is wrong. But by using nature productively, humans appropriately mix their efforts with God's creation.
The blessing recited before eating most meals -one of the most frequently recited Jewish prayers -thanks God for bringing forth bread -which requires the productive collaboration of humans with nature.
The Non-Green Dimensions of Judaism
While there are important differences between many contemporary environmental challenges and those which faced the world in which ancient and medieval Jewish writers lived, the latter do prefigure and incorporate many "green" elements. But it is equally important not to ignore the important ways in which Jewish texts dissent from a number of contemporary green values, especially those associated with radical ecology. Thus the Jewish tradition holds that while humans do have responsibilities for animals, these responsibilities should not come at the expense of human welfare. As
Berman notes, "It is not acceptable in Jewish law to make an assertion of the independent rights of nature. The rights of nature need to be carefully balanced, calibrated against human interests; and in that balancing, it will be the human interests which will have the priority." 34 In short, in Judaism, nature does not have rights; rather humans have responsibilities for the natural world.
Third, while it is certainly true that a strain of self-denial runs through the observances of many Jewish holidays -including the Shabbath -it is equally true that Judaism regards nature as something to be used. Recall that the Promised Land is described as one of "milk and honey," and thus a place where nature is to be used to benefit humans. Indeed, in Deuteronomy 8: 7-9, God waxes eloquent in describing its Lumber began to increase the rate at which the ancient redwoods on its property were being logged following its takeover by Maxxam, a number of Jews, including several Rabbis, publicly appealed to its CEO to make a teshuvah sheleymah (a genuine change of direction) and perform a great mitzvah by dedicating himself to the preservation of the Headwaters Forest. The company's critics attempted to bring "Jewish wisdom and ethics" to bear on this issue as a way of pressuring the firm's owner. 36 Preserving the redwoods in the Headwaters Forest may be a good or wise idea.
But it is unclear that it is either mandated or logically flows from the teachings of Judaism. According to talmudic interpretations of bal tashchit, natural objects should not be wasted or needlessly destroyed. But using the lumber harvested from the Headwaters Forest for commercial purposes is not necessarily wasteful. Rather it constitutes an alternative use -one which may be more or less important than letting the trees remain standing. While it is clear that the community does have a stake in what happens to the redwoods -after all Hurwitz is a trustee for God's creation -this does not mean that none of these trees can be cut down. for productive uses. What the Jewish tradition does require is that these trees be harvested in a sustainable, non-exploitative way -one that strikes an appropriate balance between the need to protect what God has created and the needs of humans to sustain life.
Finally, Judaism does not view nature as inherently benevolent. While recognizing the beauty and majesty of the natural world, it also perceives that nature can also be terrifying and threatening. According to Jewish thought, human efforts to discipline or subdue nature do not, as many radical ecologists claim, stem from the urge to dominate nature but rather represent a response to the real challenges to human survival posed by the natural world. 37 Notwithstanding the achievements of modern science and technology, these challenges have by no means disappeared.
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These four ideas -that protecting the natural world is not the highest imperative, that human life is more important than non-human life, that nature is to be used and enjoyed as well as preserved, and that nature can threaten humans just as humans can threaten nature -should not be viewed as the outdated legacies of a pre-industrial religion. They represent an important contribution to contemporary efforts to define and redefine the appropriate ethical relationship between people and the physical world in which they live and which God created.
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